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Thank you to Sweet ‘N Spicy Designs 

If you like hot, hard and protective....... read on.

NO FEAR: ONYX BLACK OPS - BOOK 5

––––––––
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AFTER THE TRAGIC DEATH of his best friend, Donnie left his home, his family and Charlie, the girl who stole his teenage heart with one kiss. Now he wants her back. 

Charlie is getting married in eight weeks. Then Donnie strolls back into her life, in all his sexy, mouth-watering glory, stirring up feelings she had tried so hard to forget. 

One weekend in Toronto changes everything. 

Her future had been mapped out but now Charlie is forced to confront her feelings. 

Donnie is determined to earn Charlie’s trust. But when a special ops mission goes south, he grapples with a severe injury and fears losing his place on the team. 

When Charlie, working at the embassy in Daram, is taken hostage by Reborn, Donnie is determined to be part of the rescue mission. To rescue the woman he loves. He left her ten years ago. Never again. 

Tensions rise and danger looms with a high-stakes mission filled with trust, redemption and resilience. Can Donnie and Charlie overcome their fears and uncertainties to find a future together? 
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​Chapter One
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“She said yes!”

A chorus of congratulations went up at Dex’s announcement. Not that the engagement was a surprise. Donnie raised his bottle of beer in salute and wondered what had taken Dex so long to pop the question. His team leader and Kelly, head of the intel team at Onyx, had known each other since they were kids and been involved for over seven years. It was about time he sealed the deal. He smiled at his friends and took his turn in kissing the bride-to-be and slapping Dex on the back.

“So, when’s the big day?” he asked.

Dex’s smile wavered. “Not yet.”

Raven and Nyx were two teams with Onyx Black Ops, a highly classified unit of the military. The teams had been hand-picked by Captain Sam Harrison, former SEAL Team 6 leader and a bit of a legend in the Navy. A unit like theirs often got rolled into action on short notice and could be gone for days or weeks. Planning anything, let alone a wedding, was always a challenge.

“We’re on downtime for the next week. No time like the present.” Donnie grinned. 

Raven team had just got back from a two-week mission and were due some R&R. That had prompted Steve and Diane’s housewarming party today where the entire team enjoyed a barbecue feast on the back deck.

“Don’t think I didn’t consider whisking her down to city hall this week, because I have. But we’ve waited this long; I can be patient a little longer. Neither of us wants anything fancy, but I know Kelly doesn’t want to rush it, so this will be on her timeline,” Dex said quietly.

Before joining Onyx, Kelly was a lieutenant with Naval Intelligence, supporting SEAL teams. She had been deployed to Daram with Bravo team when they got ambushed. Bravo team were killed. Kelly had been captured, tortured, and raped by Reyes Lazir. Raven, or Alpha as they were known then, had rescued her and Lazir had been captured, but Reborn, the terrorist organization Lazir was a soldier in, now had a personal grudge with Raven and had been causing trouble far too close to home.

“She doesn’t still blame herself for Reborn’s retaliation attempts?” The last couple of threats by Reborn had been foiled by Raven, no doubt pissing them the hell off. The team were expecting they would try again.

“A little. Doesn’t matter how many times I tell her, none of what’s happened is her fault, the guilt creeps in every now and then. She still seems to think us rescuing her is what started this vendetta,” Dex said. The two of them had moved away from the ladies all admiring Kelly’s engagement ring.

“Are you serious?” Steve said, pausing as he passed by.

“Yeah. We’re working on it. I forget sometimes it’s only been a little over a year since it happened. The sooner we take down those fuckers and finish Reborn, the better. Perhaps then she can finally move on.”

“OK, you guys look way too serious. This is supposed to be a celebration,” Ryan said as he, Mackie, and Tyler joined them. 

Donnie looked at his teammates. They read each other well and could sense when something was off. 

“Just wishing we could take down Reborn sooner rather than later,” Steve said.

“We all want that,” Tyler said. “Any more news on them?” He glanced at Dex.

“Sam says no.”

“Sam says no about what?” Their captain asked, joining the group.

“No more news on Reborn. We are long overdue taking down the Aziz brothers and bringing Reborn to their knees.” Mackie filled him in.

“Nothing solid yet. As soon as there is, you will know. We’ll find them.”

The conversation came to a halt when the women joined their men. 

“What are you all talking about mysteriously over here?” Kelly said, wrapping an arm around Dex’s waist. Dex smiled, pulling her close into his side. 

“Nothing important, fiancé.”

Donnie turned to Steve and Diane. “How are you feeling, Diane? What are you? Six months?”

“Almost seven. I feel great. Relieved to finally be settled in the new house.” She smiled up at her husband. “And I get to have Steve here the whole week to complete his honey-do list.”

Donnie laughed. “You mean there’s more to do? Didn’t we do everything before we spun up?” 

“There’s always more to do.” Steve grumbled, although he was smiling lovingly at his wife.

“Megan has settled in alright?” Donnie glanced over to where Steve and Diane’s nine-year-old daughter played soccer on the beach with some of Nyx.

“Oh, yeah, she loves it. Being on the beach, swimming in the ocean. It’s a dream come true for all of us. And she’s busy helping get the nursery ready for her brother or sister.” Steve placed a hand on his wife’s stomach.

Steve and Diane had been married almost ten years. Dex and Kelly were now engaged. Ryan, the team’s second in command, had fallen hard for Sophie, head of the E.R. at Westside, the naval base hospital. Tyler, the team medic, and Mira, who worked with Kelly on their intel team, had started dating a few months ago, and it looked like things were going very well. Donnie and Mackie, their tech guy, were the two remaining single guys on Raven. 

Whenever Donnie saw his teammates with their women now, he envied what they had more and more. It had been six months since he’d been with a woman. He flirted and had offers, but the hook-ups he had once enjoyed seemed so... empty now. Fuck, he must be getting old. He was just twenty-nine, but he wanted more. He wanted a connection. Someone he could go to sleep with and wake up with every day. Someone waiting for him when he came home from a mission. Someone who understood him, what he did, who he was. He wanted what his parents had: thirty-five years of marriage and still so in love. Yeah, he wanted that. There was only one woman he’d ever felt that spark with, that connection, but he’d walked away from her. The decision haunted him almost daily now.

“I’m so happy for Dex and Kelly. Although Kelly said they haven't set a date yet,” Diane said, bringing him out of his thoughts.

“I’m sure they will soon enough.”

“I hope it’s not too soon. I don’t want to look like an elephant in their wedding photos.” Diane frowned, stroking her stomach.

“Jesus, woman. You will be as beautiful nine months pregnant as you always are.” Steve laughed.

“You would say that.” She smiled, then pushed at him and wandered off.

“I get the feeling Kelly might not want to set a date until Reborn are taken care of,” Donnie said, now it was just the two of them.

“Yeah, I got that impression, too. I didn’t realize how bad it was still affecting her.”

“Me, neither.”

The two men looked over to Dex and Kelly. Standing together, they looked happy enough, but Reborn were never far from anyone’s mind. 

“So, what you doing with your week off?” Steve asked.

“I’m catching an early flight in the morning. It’s my mom’s birthday tomorrow.”

“Ah, a trip to upstate New York. Does she know you’re coming?”

“Nope. I spoke to Dad, to make sure he wasn't whisking her off on a romantic getaway. She has no idea.” 

“How long since you’ve seen them?”

Donnie thought back. “Shit. Before we joined Onyx. I mean we talk on the phone, but yeah, it’s been a while.”

“It will be a great surprise then,” Steve said warmly. “I think you could use the break too.”

Donnie arched an eyebrow in surprise. “What do you mean by that?’

Steve leaned away, grabbing two beers out of the cooler next to him.

“You haven't been quite yourself lately.”

Donnie took one bottle from him and twisted off the cap, dodging Steve’s gaze. “I’m good. We’ve had a couple of back-to-back missions. We all need this break.” 

“We do. But I think it’s more than that. Look, I’m not getting up in your business, but I’m here if you need to talk. You’ve been there for me recently. Especially after what happened with Diane.”

Steve and Diane had hit a low point in their marriage, then on top of that Diane had been held hostage by a crazed Russian businessman facilitating the transport of chemical weapons to Reborn. Onyx had taken down the Russian, rescued Diane, and secured the weapons, but Donnie knew Steve and Diane were still working through some stuff. Steve admitted they were seeing Claire, the team’s psychologist.

Donnie sipped his beer. “I’m good, Steve, but I appreciate the offer.” 

“Offer is always on the table.”

“Things look good between you and Diane.” 

“Things are good. She might not be working at a swanky law firm anymore, but she’s much happier working with Melanie, doing family law for everyday people. The job, moving, the baby coming. It’s been a lot of change but we’re taking it one day at a time.”

“Isn’t that how we all live our lives?”

“You got that right.” 

“Daddy. Can I get the cookies now?” Megan came bounding up to them.

“Ooh, cookies.” Donnie grinned. “Did you make them?”

“Yes. Mommy and me made them this morning. Chocolate chip or peanut butter. Oh, and oatmeal, because Mommy said we had to make some healthy ones.” She scrunched her nose in disgust, making Donnie laugh.

“Come on then, pumpkin. Let’s go and get them together,” Steve said.

Donnie watched father and daughter walk hand in hand into the house. 

Steve thought he had been off? Steve knew him better than anyone. Donnie had been struggling to get out of the funk he got into at the anniversary of Nate’s death a few weeks back. It still hit him hard every year, thinking about his best friend from high school. This one had been extra tough, perhaps because it was ten years. It seemed impossible it had been so long ago. Nate’s death had changed Donnie’s path in life. He didn't regret his decision to join the Navy, but he did sometimes wonder what his life would have been like if Nate hadn't died. Would he still be in Albany? With Charlie?

“Here you go, Uncle Donnie.” Megan held out a chocolate chip cookie on a napkin. “I brought you the biggest one,” she whispered with a big wink.

Donnie crouched down and whispered, “Thank you Megan. You’re the best.” He held up his fist, and she fist-bumped him, grinning widely. She had taken to wanting to fist-bump everyone, after seeing her dad do it with Dex. The team were always happy to oblige.

Seeing the rest of Raven and some of Nyx sitting on the deck, he walked over, needing to get his mind off Nate. And Charlie. The women had taken over the Adirondack chairs on the beach, no doubt already planning Kelly’s wedding.

As he stepped onto the deck, he heard Tyler ask, “So, who’s planning the bachelor party?”

“Oh, I'm already on it,” Ryan said.

Dex groaned. “Not sure I want to know.” 

“Probably not. You can trust us to make it memorable.” Ryan waggled his eyebrows.

“Looking forward to it already,” Donnie said. A boy's night was always a blast with these guys, but a bachelor party was going to be epic. Donnie glanced at his watch. 

“Guys, I’m gonna head out. I got a few things to do, and I have an early flight tomorrow.”

“You do?” Dex said.

“Yeah, visiting the folks.”

“Enjoy your vacation, while some of us are here picking up the slack,” Liam Jackson, Nyx’s team leader, said with a grin.

“I’ll think of you. Not.” 

He heard the boys laughing as he stepped off the deck to say goodbye to everyone else before finally getting in his Ford Bronco. 

The team had busted his balls when he bought the Bronco, but he didn't give a shit. He didn't need a truck, but he wasn’t really a car guy. The cyber orange convertible Bronco suited him just fine. Cheaper to run than a truck and plenty big enough to transport anything he might need. As he pulled away from the curb, he turned on the radio. He was looking forward to surprising his mom and seeing his folks. Steve was right. Maybe this break would do him good.
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“JESUS, YOU REALLY UPSET Mom.”

Wrapped in a bathrobe, Charlotte Weston sighed at the words, knowing better than to answer her fiancé when he was in this mood. 

Simon stepped forward and grabbed her upper arms. She winced.

“Simon, you’re hurting me.” 

Ignoring her, he said. “My family are paying for this wedding. If my mom wants you to wear her dress, wear the fucking dress. What difference does it make?”

Apparently, he’d just spoken to his mother. It made all the difference, because she had not had any say in this wedding whatsoever. Mistakenly, Charlotte thought just maybe she might be able to choose her own dress. 

“It makes a difference to me. I wanted to choose my dress. I am the bride. Not your mom,” she snapped.

“It’s important to my mom. Can you not just do this for her? For me?” His steel gray eyes locked on hers and his voice softened. He relaxed his grip.

“OK. I’ll wear it,” she said quietly, so tired of the arguments. It was easier to give in. Wasn’t this supposed to be a happy time? Planning her wedding?

“That’s my girl.” He smiled and pulled her against him. “Thank you, Charlotte, for understanding and doing this for me. It will be perfect, you’ll see.”

Charlotte. After being together a year, he still refused to call her Charlie. He said it was a nickname, and not suitable for the beautiful woman she was. Flattered by the compliment, she didn't mind at first. A couple of months later she realized everyone had reverted to calling her Charlotte. Everyone except her best friend Maddie. 

Nate had been the first person to call her Charlie. Growing up she had been a bit of a tomboy, and her brother had jokingly said she should have been called Charlie. It had been said teasingly and with love, but it had stuck. Damn, she missed Nate so much. Her big brother had been just a year older. They had been so close. 

“Mom’s expecting you for a fitting this weekend,” Simon said as he stepped away.

Absently, she rubbed her upper arms, knowing his grip had probably left red marks. Simon wasn’t the tallest at five foot seven, but he worked out daily, giving him a stocky build of muscle. He didn't know his own strength. At five feet two, Charlie wasn’t thin but was no match to his build, and she tended to bruise easily. Simon seemed to forget that. A lot.

“I can’t. I’m leaving for assignment, remember?” she said, reminding him for what seemed like the sixth time this week. Her job as administrative support for the US government, took her all over the world. She regularly traveled to embassies to assist in preparing for the foreign dignitary's arrival or filled in for their personnel on leave or out sick. Basically, anywhere there was a need she could be sent. Sometimes she was gone a few days, sometimes weeks.

“Oh, right. Where are you going again?” he asked while buttoning his shirt.

“Simon, we spoke about this last night.” She ran a hand through her blond curls, not hiding her frustration.

When he turned, his expression was tense. “I am in the middle of the biggest real estate deal our company has ever done. My mind is a little preoccupied with that, not with your travel itinerary. You’re always leaving. You can't expect me to remember.” 

At his harsh tone, she turned away. He used to remember. He used to be waiting at the airport every time she got back. 

“I’m not going far. Canada. Toronto. I’m covering for the personal assistant to the US Consul. She’s getting married and taking a honeymoon.” 

“How long will you be gone?”

“Two weeks.”

“Two weeks? Jesus. Well, OK. Call my mom. I’m sure she can postpone the fitting until you get back. At least, once we’re married, we won't have to worry about this anymore.”

Charlie frowned. “Worry about what?”

“You leaving all the time.”

Unease bubbled in her stomach. “I don’t understand. I’ll still be working.”

Simon smiled. “No wife of mine is going to be working as an administrative assistant for the government and going to some of those godawful countries that you go to. We talked about this.”

Her unease changed to anger, and she stood, hands on hips, determined to be strong.

“We did not. I never said I would stop working. I love my job.” She stared at him, waiting for him to say he was sorry. That he misunderstood. When he stalked toward her, she instinctively backed up, hitting the bedroom wall.

He smiled, but it never reached his eyes. His finger traced down her cheek.

“Charlotte, darling. I will give you everything you need and want. You know money is no object for us. I don’t want you working. I don't want you in danger. I love you, and I want you here with me. You understand, don’t you?”

What?! Charlie swallowed. He continued to smile at her. The plastic forced smile she’d seen at too many client dinners and galas. It was aimed at her a lot lately.

“I mean, if you really want to work, I’ll find you something at the company until you get pregnant. Then you can be a stay-at-home mom. Most women would love that.” His smile widened as he stroked her hair.

“I don’t want to leave my job,” she whispered.

“Are you saying you don’t want to be with me, be a mom, have a family?”

“No. That’s not what I said. I love my job. You travel with your job, and I travel with mine. You’ve never had a problem with this before. When we have a family, we can discuss it again.” Did he not see how unreasonable he was being?

He dropped his hand and stepped back. “The problem is you will be my wife. And I expect my wife to want to be at home with me. Is that too much to ask?”

“I’m not gone all the time.... we can work it out as we do now.”

“I’m about to take over my father’s company. Do you have any idea how many women want to be in your shoes? How many would beg to be here?”

He gripped her arms again and leaned in, his breaths hot on her nose.

“Simon, let me go.” She attempted to move away, but he held firm, his face tense. His eyes were glassy, the craziness about them unnerving her. What the hell was going on with him? This was not the Simon who had pursued her. The Simon she fell in love with. 

“Simon. Let. Me. Go,” she repeated more firmly.

Releasing her, he pulled her against him. “I’m sorry, darling. I have so many things going on, and I worry about you when you travel. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just love you so much.”

Charlie relaxed a little. It was always the same recently. He would get mad, then he’d apologize, and she would forgive him. She knew that his job was stressful. It was tough running a multi-million dollar real estate company.

“Do you forgive me?” He stared down at her, his smile more genuine and eyes soft. 

“Yes, of course. But we need to talk about me working.”

Instead of speaking, he kissed her, his hands going to the belt of her robe.

“Simon, I have to get ready,” She was not really in the mood. 

“Come on, baby. We’re getting married. We need to practice at making a baby,” he murmured, then kissed her again, pushing the robe off her shoulders. She let him steer her to the bed, where he quickly kicked off his pants and boxers, leaving on his shirt. He turned her, urging her to bend forward, and he stood behind her. Grabbing her hips, he pushed slowly into her without any foreplay. She gasped, her dryness making the intrusion painful. 

Closing her eyes, she tried to get into it. It wasn't happening. His hand moved to her clit, rubbing vigorously, but it did little to turn her on. 

“Oh, baby, you are so tight.”

Simon hadn’t been her first. No, that had been some jerk in school who pretended to like her, only to win a bet he could fuck the chubby girl. Yep, that had been a great start to her sex life. In the beginning with Simon, he had been attentive, loving, and patient. With her inexperience, she had been eager to learn and please. When she talked to Maddie about sex, her best friend was quick to go into explicit detail about multiple orgasms, magic tongues, and mind-blowing climaxes. 

Maddie loved sex and even now, married to Dave and with two kids she couldn't be happier. Maddie was forever telling Charlie stories of her and Dave getting creative around the kids. Charlie was too embarrassed to talk about what it was like with Simon but often wondered if maybe there was something wrong with her, that she didn’t crave or want sex the way Maddie did. It didn’t seem that fantastic to her. She'd rather read a book. When was the last time she had an orgasm? Usually, she faked it, as she was about to do now, and Simon didn't notice or didn't care.

“Oh, baby, I’m close. Are you coming for me?” 

Simon continued to thrust, and she pushed back to encourage him. The sooner he came, the sooner she could get on with her day.

“Yes, Simon. I’m going to come. Don't stop.” Rocking back and forth, she whimpered and moaned. “Oh, yeah, darling, that’s it.” Gripping the sheets, she tensed her body and bit her lip. Fuck, she was so used to faking it, she barely had to think about it.

“That’s my girl. We’re going to make a beautiful baby.”

She kept her eyes closed as he thrust harder. A few seconds later, he grunted and stilled as he poured into her. 

She waited until he pulled out and stood up. “Fuck. Guess I’ll have to change my shirt.” When he turned and headed for the walk-in closet, Charlie got up and picked up her robe, putting it back on. A couple of minutes later, Simon returned fully dressed.

“I’ve got to go but I’ll see you at lunch, right?”

“Yes. I’ll be there.” He walked toward her. 

“Wear a dress.” With a quick kiss, he was gone.

Charlie sank down on the bed, reminding herself she was lucky to have Simon. Everyone said so. 
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​Chapter Two
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Donnie stood in front of his rental car and grinned. Taking out his phone, he snapped a picture of the black Mustang convertible and sent it to Ryan, knowing his teammate would appreciate the beauty of the car.

He dropped his duffel on the back seat and started the engine, unable to resist revving it to bring the powerful beast to life. Yeah, it was a sweet car. Not practical like his Bronco, but he would have some fun in it while he was here. Adjusting his shades, he drove out of the parking lot for the short twenty-minute drive to home. He had a love-hate relationship with home now. He loved his family and had some great memories of his childhood, but they often got overshadowed by memories of Nate. 

Refusing to go down that road, he pulled off the highway into town. Parking on the street, he walked into the florist and froze.

“James Donaldson, is that you? Oh my. It is you.”

“Hello Mrs. Weston. How are you? You’re looking as beautiful as ever.” 

Donnie smiled, trying to cover the guilt of barely having spoken to his best friend's parents in ten years. The odd times he came home to visit, he tried his best to avoid them.

“It’s so lovely to see you. It’s been too long. Are you here for your mom’s birthday? She didn’t mention you were coming home.” Mrs. Weston smiled at him warmly.

“Yes, ma’am, I am. It’s a surprise. I’m just picking up some flowers on the way.”

“Oh, how lovely! She’s going to be so happy. Your parents are so proud of you, you know. They always talk about you.” She paused and Donnie thought he saw her eyes moisten. “Nate would have been proud, too.”

Donnie swallowed. “Thank you. How is Mr. Weston?”

“Oh, he’s doing just fine. He had a little problem with his heart last year, but it’s all good now. Had to give up work and is taking it easy.”

“I’m sorry. I had no idea. I know I haven’t been good at staying in touch. It’s just...” He felt like shit. He’d turned his back on Albany and everyone in it, but he cared about these people.

Mrs. Weston rested her hand on his arm. “I understand, Donnie. You don’t need to apologize.”

He nodded. “And Charlie? Is she here, in Albany?” His heart squeezed just saying her name. She was never too far from his mind, even if they hadn’t spoken in a decade.

“Oh, no, sweetheart. She’s a city girl now. The Big Apple. Although her job takes her all over the world.”

“It does? I know she was going to study political science. What does she do?” He concealed his relief that she wasn’t in town. He wasn't ready to face that conversation yet. Yep, he was a coward.

“Charlie works for the US government. Supports embassy officials. You know, foreign service officers, ambassadors.” She waved her hand in the air. “She gets sent to all sorts of places. Considering you travel with the Navy, I’m surprised you haven't run into each other.” She gave a small laugh.

“The world’s a big place. It’s great to hear she is doing so well. I’m glad she’s happy.”

“Yes, us, too.” Mrs. Weston patted his arm. “I won’t hold you up any longer. How long are you in town for?”

“A couple of days.”

“If you have time, please stop by. Al would love to see you.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Please give Mr. Weston my best.”

“I will. It was good to see you, Donnie. We miss you around here.” 

With a heavy heart, Donnie watched her leave. They were good people. Practically family since he and Nate had been like brothers.

With a dozen pink roses in hand, Donnie headed back to his Mustang. As he drove toward his childhood home, memories he’d been trying to avoid came flooding back. He hadn't seen Charlie since Nate’s funeral. Just nineteen, he and Nate had been in their first year at University at Albany. He had been studying criminology, intending to follow in his father’s footsteps and join the police force. Nate was studying business. They had been living their best lives, enjoying university life, football, and girls. 

Charlie was his best friend’s little sister and that meant off limits, even if he did think she was fucking hot. The three of them hung out sometimes through school, but it was always just friends. He hated Charlie had a hard time at school because she carried a little more weight than some of the other girls and was short, only about five feet. Kids could be cruel.

The first time he witnessed her being bullied, he hadn't hesitated to intervene.

Charlie had been at her locker, minding her own business when a group of kids had surrounded her saying ugly things: “Was there a debate on fat versus thin?” “What’s it like to be a fat virgin?” She kept her back to them as she sorted her stuff in her locker. He’d been furious and walked right up to her, deliberately pushing through the group.    


“Hey, Charlie, you ready for lunch? Nate’s waiting for us.”


She turned to face him with so much pain and tears in her eyes his anger doubled. He’d shielded her with his body so the others wouldn't see, then faced them.

“I suggest you guys walk away now, while you still can. If I ever see you even look at my friend Charlie, you’ll be dealing with me. Understood?”

The group had split. Yeah, getting on the wrong side of a six feet tall member of the football team was not a good idea and they knew it.

“Are you OK?” He was still shielding her. She nodded.

“Thank you.” She looked up at him with those gorgeous blue eyes, the same shade as her brother’s.

“You’re welcome. They’re assholes. Don't let them get to you. But if they bother you again, you let me or Nate know.”

The smile she’d given him had made him feel like a king.

Everything changed after the accident. He was drowning in guilt. The first opportunity he got, he’d left. Charlie didn’t just lose Nate that day; she’d lost Donnie, too.

***
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STEPPING OUT OF THE chauffeured black stretch Mercedes Simon sent to pick her up, Charlie entered the upscale restaurant. She would have been quite happy to get a taxi, but Simon wouldn't hear of it and, of course, he could more than afford the personal car service.

As Simon had requested, she was wearing a dress. This was a business lunch, and she understood Simon wanted to make a good impression. It was a hot summer day in the city, so she’d chosen a simple blue empire sundress that flared out over her hips and accented her fuller figure. She wore a short white wrap over her upper arms and white sandals to match. She’d been happy with her reflection in the mirror.

As the host showed her to the table, Simon stood, and his eyes bored into her with a frown. Her stomach dropped. When she reached him, the frown turned into that expert forced smile he did so well, and he leaned in and kissed her cheek. He was sweating. Nervous? Or was he sick?

“Darling. Let me introduce you to Frank Denver and his wife Aileen.”

Charlie shook hands with them, said the appropriate niceties, and then sat. Tension radiated off Simon in waves. Doing her best to ignore it, she tuned into the conversation. Frank and Simon were working together on a project and were in the process of securing four properties around the world. This lunch was likely the first of many lunches, dinners, and other events with the Denvers. Frank and Aileen seemed nice. Owners of The Denver, a national hotel chain; they were probably in their late forties. She tried her best to join in the conversation, but in truth she had little interest in real estate development for the rich. Now, if they wanted to build schools in third world countries, she would talk about that all day.

When Frank excused himself to take a call, Aileen took the opportunity to use the washroom. 

“Are you alright, Simon? You don’t look so good,” Charlie asked in genuine concern. 

Simon turned to her and said in a low voice, “What are you wearing?”

She was so shocked she couldn’t think of an answer.

“You look like you are going on a picnic in the country. This is New York City, not...” He didn’t finish. Instead, taking a deep breath, he picked up his drink.

Finding her voice, Charlie said, “I am not a New York City woman. I don’t work in your world. I don’t wear designer dresses. I never have. You know that. If all you needed today was arm candy, I believe you can hire one by the hour.” 

His words had hurt, and the old Charlie would have shrunk back and hidden. She’d worked hard at being comfortable with herself, but she never dreamed she would have to defend herself against Simon.

They were interrupted when a tall, thin brunette placed a perfectly manicured hand on his shoulder.

“Simon!” she exclaimed, “I thought it was you. It’s been too long.”

The woman was the epitome of Simon’s idea of a New York woman. Designer dress, designer shades, designer purse. Perfect hair. Perfect make-up. Perfect slender figure.

Charlie looked on as Simon stood, giving the woman a warm smile. “Dominique, what a lovely surprise. Are you back in New York?” He kissed her cheek, lingering a little too long.

“Just a visit for business. I leave for London next week.” 

Dominique did not so much as glance Charlie’s way and Simon didn’t make any move to introduce her. Simon said, “I am in the middle of a meeting, but we should catch up before you leave.” 

Charlie might as well have been invisible. She kind of wished she was. 

“That would be lovely,” Dominique said through glossy lips just as the Denvers returned.       “I’ll let you get back to your lunch. Call me. You have my number.” She leaned in and kissed Simon on the lips, giving him a wink Charlie could plainly see. What the fuck?

Simon smiled and sat down, jumping back into conversation with the Denvers, with no explanation of who Dominique was. Charlie made it through lunch, eating the salad Simon ordered for her. After Simon took care of the bill, the four of them left the restaurant.

“Frank, Aileen, it was lovely to meet you.” Charlie shook their hands, then waited as Simon saw them into their waiting car. As soon as the car pulled away, Simon turned back to face her, then glanced at his watch.

“I need—”

“Who is Dominique?” Charlie cut him off.

“No one. I have to get back to the office.” He pulled out his phone.

“You obviously know her.”

Simon began texting. “An old friend. That’s all. No one important.”

“Old friend or old girlfriend?”

Simon raised his head. “What does it matter?”

“It matters because you didn’t even introduce me. Because she kissed you and you didn't stop her.” 

Yes, she could hear the jealousy in her voice, but she couldn't help it. Simon Radwell was a catch, and women constantly drooled over him. She wasn't blind. His broad shoulders and stocky build were emphasized in the designer dark blue suit he wore. The open neck of his pale blue shirt showed smooth, lightly tanned skin. He possessed a chiseled, freshly shaven jaw and cheekbones many women would die for. To top that off, he was wealthy. Very. He attracted women like bees to honey. He’d chosen Charlie, but on days like today, all her doubts about why came flooding back. She might have become more comfortable with her size, but every now and again the insecurities taunted her. Especially when beautiful models were kissing her fiancé.

“Jesus, Charlotte, she is just a woman I did some business with. We flirted a little before you and I were together. I haven't seen her in over a year. I didn’t introduce you because she's not important, and I probably won't see her again for another year. OK?”

“So, you’re not going to call her?”

“No.” 

Charlie didn't miss the hint of annoyance in his voice. His town car pulled up to the curb. 

She nodded. “OK,” she said, even though she wasn’t totally sure she believed him.

“Good.” He stepped forward and kissed her cheek. “I need Max to drop me at the office, then he can take you home.”

“I have an appointment just down the street, so I’m going to walk,” Charlie said. Simon gave her a quizzical look. No, she didn't have an appointment; she just needed some space. Surprisingly, he didn't push for details.

“Alright. I’ll see you tonight, darling. Have a great rest of your day.” He kissed her quickly, smiled, then climbed into the car and was gone. The spiteful criticizing Simon had disappeared, replaced by the charmer. 

Hailing a taxi, Charlie gave the driver her address. Home. A penthouse apartment in Manhattan. Never had she imagined herself living this lifestyle. Home to her was Albany, upstate New York. It’s where her family was, her best friend Maddie. Her memories. Albany might be a capital city, but with its history, culture, and beauty, it was completely different from New York City. She missed it. Simon kept telling her they would buy a house in Albany, but he had been so busy with this deal, they hadn’t even started looking.

Traffic was on her side, and they reached her building quickly. Once inside the apartment, she stepped out onto the balcony and gazed at the city skyline. She was blessed to be living this life. She should be grateful. Simon provided her a lifestyle like she’d never known before. He was the first—no, second—man to show genuine interest in her. The first, well, there was no point reliving that and feeling the heartbreak all over again. It was the past. Simon was her future. His behavior lately was just stress. He had a lot going on. Things would be different when they were married.

Going back inside, she took her phone from her purse and called Maddie. Her friend didn’t answer. She was probably dealing with her kids. Charlie really wanted, no, needed, some Maddie time. Making a split-second decision, she walked to the bedroom and pulled her suitcase from the closet. Tucking her phone between her shoulder and her ear, she called her boss, Martin.

After a short conversation, she packed, feeling happier and lighter than she had for days. Martin had agreed she could take a few days ahead of leaving for Toronto, so long as she monitored her emails. She could spend a couple days in Albany seeing her parents and Maddie before heading to Canada. Between her work and new home, she didn't get to spend as much time with her family or Maddie as she would like. A proper catch up would be good. 

She called down to the concierge and asked him to summon a car, one perk of being Simon’s fiancé. Now all she had to do was tell him. She called his cell, but it went to voicemail. She tried his office line, and his secretary answered, saying he was out at a meeting, and she wasn’t expecting him back. Sighing, she sent him a text.

Simon, I’ve decided to go home for a couple of days to see my folks before heading to Toronto. I thought you could focus on work while I’m gone, I know how busy you are.

She hesitated, then added.

I love you xx

She waited for a few minutes, but the text remained unread. Charlie finished packing, then headed down to the lobby. The concierge took her case and walked her out to the waiting car, opening the door. 

“Thank you, Stanley.” She smiled warmly at the older man.

“You’re welcome, Ms. Weston. Safe travels.”

As the door closed on the car, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes, tuning out the New York city noise, work, Simon. All of it. She was going home. Her body immediately began to relax.
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​Chapter Three
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Donnie turned the music down and let the car crawl along the driveway of his childhood home. The grass was looking a little long, but the flowers were pruned and the cracked flowerpot still sat on the front step. He smiled, finally turning off the engine. Home.

Grabbing the flowers, he trotted up the front steps of the bungalow. Before he could knock, the door swung open, and his mom squealed. 

“James! I can't believe it. You’re here!” 

The five foot four petite women engulfed him in a hug as he held the roses out to his side to avoid them getting crushed.

“Happy Birthday, Mom.” He hugged her tightly and smiled at his dad standing in the doorway. His mom wasn’t letting go. “Any chance I can breathe?” he asked, voice warm.

His mom stepped back, a huge smile still on her face. “Look at you. Handsome as ever. Are you alone?”

Donnie rolled his eyes. “Yes, Mom. I’m alone.” 

His mom laughed. “I’m teasing. This is such a wonderful surprise.”

He held out the flowers. “Still your favorite, I hope.”

“You know they are. Come on, get inside, I’ll make brunch. Have you eaten?”

“No. Brunch sounds good.”

As the door closed, he hugged his father, not missing how much he’d aged since the last time he’d seen him. His short beard was now white and stood out against his black skin. Grey flecks were spread over his hair, too. Retired from the force, he’d gained a little weight, but his eyes still twinkled whenever he looked at Mom. Mom always looked beautiful. She kept her dark hair long and always dressed to impress. She did yoga and was in a walking club, which kept her healthy and in shape. She didn't look anywhere near her fifty-eight years. He’d missed them. He really did need to make more of an effort to come and see them more often.

“It’s good to see you, son. You've made her day,” his dad said, voice warm. 

“It’s good to be here. I know it’s been too long.” 

They all moved to the kitchen and his mom got eggs and bacon from the fridge.

“Here, Mom, let me do it. It’s your birthday.”

“No. Sit down. I don’t ever get to cook for you, and I want to do it. Now, tell me all about what you’ve been up to.”

He knew better than to argue. His dad grinned and they both settled at the small kitchen table. While his mom cooked, Donnie caught them up to date on what he could. They knew he was a SEAL, and he talked about his teammates, but he could not tell them about Onyx. He chatted about how some of the team were now settled with women, and how Diane was expecting a second child.

“That’s wonderful. You see, you can have a relationship and kids and do your job. Steve is living proof of it.” His mom loaded up his plate with more bacon.

“I know, I know. I’m not saying never, Mom.” 

“So, there’s no young lady in your life right now?”

“No. No one right now. Work has been keeping me busy. I saw Mrs. Weston at the florist.” He wanted to change the subject from his love life. 

“I bet she was surprised to see you,” his dad said.

“Yeah, she was. She looks good. She mentioned Mr. Weston had a heart problem last year?”

“He did. A heart attack. Thankfully, it was mild, and he’s recovered, although I think he has some ongoing treatment. I’m sure he’d loved to see you.”

“How long are you here for?” his mom asked.

“Not sure. Couple of days.”

“Well, however long it is, I am so glad you’re here.” His mom’s smile widened.

Donnie finished his brunch and then cleaned up and did the dishes. They moved to the back yard and chatted away for what seemed like hours about everyone and everything. Except Nate. 

Donnie didn’t mind. He wasn't sure he could talk about him. He knew his mom and Charlie stayed in touch, but she didn’t mention her either, so he didn’t ask. When he’d left after Nate’s funeral, Charlie had texted and called him, but he’d ignored her. Eventually she’d stopped. He had hated hurting her, but it was for the best. None of what happened was her fault, but he would carry the guilt of that night to his grave. No one else needed to know. It wasn't going to bring Nate back. To move on, he’d had to leave. Seeing Charlie and her family every day would have been too difficult. 

Donnie stood and stretched, not used to sitting for so long. He needed to move. 

“Looks like the grass could use a cut. Why don’t I take care of that?” he offered.

“You didn’t come here to do chores,” his mom protested.

“I know you are not going to stop feeding me while I’m here, so I need to do something to help burn some calories. I got a body to maintain.” Donnie grinned.

His parents both laughed.

“You go ahead, son. You’ll be doing me a favor.” His dad gestured toward the back yard. “I swear the grass grows quicker every summer.”

“Well, OK. I guess I can prepare dinner while you do that.” His mom stood.

“Let me take you out to dinner. My treat,” Donnie said.

“There is no way I’m not making you your favorite while you’re here. As you’re only here a couple of days, I’m making it tonight. No arguments.”

Donnie smiled. “I’m not going to argue, Mom. There’s nothing I like more than your homemade chicken pot pie.”

“Then go cut the grass. And you”—she turned to her husband— “can go to the store and get me what I need.”

His dad stood, leaned over, and kissed his mom. “Anything for you, sweetheart.”

Donnie watched them. Yeah, he was ready to have that kind of love in his life.

***
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CHARLIE WAS ABSENTLY scrolling through her phone when the reminder popped up.

Donnie’s mom birthday.

Damn, she’d almost forgotten with everything going on. Normally she sent a card, but it was too late for that now. She loved Mr. and Mrs. Donaldson. After Nate died and Donnie had done his disappearing act, she had stayed in touch with them. Her chest tightened, just thinking about her brother’s best friend.

Sitting in the back of the car with little to do, the memories came flooding back. It wasn't like she thought she had a chance with Donnie. He saw her as Nate’s little sister, but a girl could dream. 

When Donnie and Nate went off to university, her last year of high school had been the worst. She kept her head down and counted down the days until she could leave it all behind. She missed seeing Donnie in school but cherished the time he spent at her house, hanging with Nate. The two of them had some pretty deep conversations about politics, the war on terror, and what they wanted to do with their lives. He had always made her feel noticed. Seen.

The night of Nate's accident, she had texted Donnie and asked him to come over. After weeks of building up courage, it was time. She’d done her make-up and put on her favorite dress. 

“Hey Charlie. Everything alright?” Donnie stood in the doorway, dressed in blue jeans and a white T-shirt that stretched across his perfectly sculpted chest and showed off his toned arms and all that gorgeous skin that looked like it was permanently tanned.

“I....come in.” She dragged her gaze from his beautiful face and stepped aside to let him in, closing the door. Her nerves must have shown.

“Charlie? What’s wrong? Is it school?”

“No. I’m fine. I....just....Shit, this is harder than I thought.”

“What is?”

Mustering all the courage she could find; she closed her eyes and began talking.

“Look. I like you. A lot. I know you’d never date a girl like me, and that’s OK. I just want to have sex with you. I want to lose my virginity with you. That’s it. No strings.” She kept her eyes closed, her face heating and palms sweating as she waited for his response.

His silence sent her stomach plummeting.

“Charlie? Open your eyes.” Donnie’s voice was soft and very close. She dared to open her eyes and found him standing in front of her.

“Why do you want to lose your virginity now?” There was no teasing or judgment in his voice. His gaze held hers and her cheeks burned.

“Because I don’t want to be the only eighteen-year-old virgin when I go to university.” She averted her gaze, too embarrassed to look at him. “I’ve never even been kissed.”

“Lots of people are virgins when they go to university. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Yes, there is. I want to know what it’s like. If I meet someone, I want to know what I’m doing, not fumble around like a complete idiot.”

She risked looking up and saw Donnie smiling. “You would never be an idiot, and everybody fumbles their first time.” He reached up and she held her breath as he pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Your first time should be special; with someone you really care about.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Really? Is that how it was for you?”

Donnie stepped back, raking a hand over his face. “Why me?”

“Because you’ve always been nice to me, and I know you wouldn’t hurt me.”

“You’re my best friend’s little sister.” 

“God. I’m one year younger. Are you saying there's some kind of bro code?”

“Yes! What would Nate say if he knew?” 

“He would never know. Just once. I know I could never be your girlfriend or anything.” She bit her lip, vulnerable and scared. 

“Why don’t you think you could be my girlfriend?” He frowned and she looked at him in shock. 

“Er....look at me.”

His frown deepened then he glanced at his watch. “I don’t understand.” His gaze met hers again.

“Seriously? You’re going to make me spell it out? I’m short and fat.”

“So, you think I’m all about the looks? You don’t think too much of me, do you?” He looked offended.

“That’s not what I meant. I mean...” She faltered. 

“Not everything is about physical attraction, but for the record, you are beautiful. You shouldn’t compare yourself to anyone else. You’re perfect just the way you are.”

She blushed, at a loss for words. The hottest guy in school had just told her she was perfect. Donnie looked at his watch again. Clearly, he wanted to leave.

She stepped back. “You obviously have somewhere you need to be. It’s OK, you can go. This was probably a bad idea. I shouldn't have asked. Forget it.” She turned away to hide the tears in her eyes.

“Did you hear what I said?” He reached out, placing a hand on her arm and she looked up at him.

“I... yes...thank you. But you don’t have to be nice to me just because I’m Nate’s sister.”

Donnie shook his head. “That’s not why I said it. You are beautiful. Inside and out.”

He glanced at his watch again. “Hang on, let me send a text.”

Charlie waited, unable to speak. This was not how she had expected this conversation to go. Finally, Donnie pocketed his phone, then surprised her by taking her










































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
i

ONYX BLACK OPS o

A
BOOK 5 \ONVX/

WENDY JUSTINE

\

i i (i
2R





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





